xii                   ^Antony and Octavian                 157

called upon Italy and the provinces to swear allegiance to
himself personally, as the leader of Italy and the whole state
against Cleopatra. This oath, on which Octavian now based
his authority, was taken by Rome, Italy, and the provinces.
Antony, indeed, extorted a similar oath from his army, the
Roman citizens resident abroad, and the natives of the pro-
vinces ruled by him.

The war began in 32 B. c. Great forces were collected on
both sides. Antony had a powerful fleet and watched for an
opportunity to cross from Illyria to Italy. But Octavian got
the start of him : his huge flotilla of light vessels enabled him
to land an army at Actium, close to where Antony's troops
were encamped. In order to break through the blockade and,
in case of victory, to cut off Octavian from Italy, Antony
decided to fight a battle at sea. The details of this engage-
ment are doubtful. Is it true that Cleopatra betrayed Antony
by withdrawing the Egyptian fleet at the critical moment ?
Is it true that Antony followed her, abandoning his ships to
the caprice of fortune ? Or are these malicious fictions,
circulated by Octavian in order to blacken his rival ? We
do not know the truth. The extant accounts in history and
poetry were coloured by the official version of the facts ; we
do not hear, and it is probable that contemporaries never
heard, what Antony's friends had to say. At all events, the
attempt to destroy Octavian's fleet was a failure. Antony's
own fleet was destroyed, and with its destruction vanished all
hope of a victory on land. The two armies stood face to face
in Greece. To retreat into the interior of the country without
security for their communications was a most hazardous enter-
prise ; they were dispirited by the destruction of their fleet;
and a large part of the army deserted to the conqueror's side,
while the rest dispersed. Antony and Cleopatra, having
broken through the blockade with part of the fleet, sought
a final refuge in Egypt. The attempt to raise an army for
the defence of Egypt was unsuccessful. When Octavian drew
near/ Antony put an end to himself; and Cleopatra, after
an unsuccessful attempt to gain the favour of Octavian,
followed his example when Alexandria was taken in 30 B. c.
Octavian was left alone, the master of the Roman Empire.